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A Conservation with Stephen R. Donaldson
Edited by Calvin Rich and Earl Ingersol
Stephen  R. D onaldson gran ted  t h i s  in te r v ie w  in  
March 1983, when he was a gu est o f  th e  W riters Forum 
a t  th e  S ta t e  U n iv e r s ity  o f  New York C o lle g e  a t  
B rock port. At th e  t im e  o f  th e  in t e r v ie w ,  D onaldson  
had com p leted  a l l  s ix  books in  th e  Thomas Covenant 
C hronicles: Lord Foul's Bane, The I l le a r th  War, The 
Power that P reserves. The Wounded Land, The OneTree, 
and White Gold W ielder. He had a lso  published , under 
th e  name o f  Reed Stephens, a d e te c t iv e  sto ry , The Man 
Who K illed  His Brother. S ince then h is  c o l le c t io n  o f  
sh o r t  s t o r i e s ,  D aughter R ega ls and O ther T a le s , 
and a second d e te c t iv e  n ovel, The Man Who Risked His 
Partner, have appeared.
Mr. D o n a ld so n  sp o k e  w it h  C a lv in  R ich  and 
Frederick Burelbach, who reg u la r ly  teach  cou rses in  
fantasy  and sc ien ce  f ic t io n  a t  th e  S ta te  U niversity  
o f  New York C ollege a t  Brockport.
We th ink  th ere  are good reasons to  make p u b lic  a 
tr a n sc r ip t o f  t h i s  in terv iew . F ir s t ,  i t  dem onstrates 
D onaldson 's rem ark able s e n se  o f  and r e s p e c t  f o r  th e  
c r a f t  o f  w r it in g .  Second, i t  g iv e s  r e a d e rs  h e lp  in  
a p p r e c ia t in g  and u n d ersta n d in g  th e Covenant s e r ie s .  
T h ird , D on ald son 's r e a d e r s  would en joy  rea d in g  
so m eth in g  about him w h ile  th e y  w a it  fo r  h i s  n ex t  
p u b lic a tio n .
R ich : I  would l i k e  t o  b eg in  w ith  a q u e s tio n  th a t  
g e t s  a t  th e  c o n c e p tio n  o f  th e  C h r o n ic le s . In an 
a r t i c l e  in  P eo p le  m agazin e, i t  was re p o r ted  t h a t  
w h ile  you were s i t t in g  in  church, in  one great moment 
you conceived th e  C hronicles. I t  even suggested th a t  
you may h ave c o n ce iv e d  th e  t h ir d  C h r o n ic le s  w hich  
h a sn 't  been w r it t e n  y e t .  Could you t e l l  u s t o  what 
ex ten t t h is  i s  true?
D onaldson: Do you mean, does People magazine perform  
yellow  journalism , or does i t  report th e fa c ts?  W ell, 
l ik e  everyth ing e l s e  in  l i f e ,  i t ' s  part tru e and part 
n ot tr u e .
There w ere r e a l ly  tw o id e a s  t h a t  w ent in t o  th e  
c r e a t io n  o f  th e  Covenant s e r i e s .  The f i r s t  was a 
c r u c ia l  one in  many w ays, but i t  was a s t a t i c  id e a .  
Two or th r e e  y e a r s  b e fo r e  I  s t a r t e d  w orking on The 
C h r o n ic le s  o f  Thomas C ovenant, I  g o t  th e  id e a  o f  
w ritin g  a fantasy  about a man from th e  re a l world who 
has a fa n ta sy  e x p e r ie n c e  and r e j e c t s  th e  r e a l i t y  o f  
th a t  e x p e r ie n c e . Now, th e  c r u c ia l  p o in t  th e r e  was 
th a t  t h i s  r e j e c t io n  o f  r e a l i t y  would be a so u rc e  o f  
power which would enable t h i s  man to  r e s i s t  e v i l .  The 
e v i l  c h a r a c te r  in  t h i s  fa n ta s y  would n ot have th e  
s t r e n g t h  t o  d e s t r o y  my p r o t a g o n is t  b eca u se  my 
p r o ta g o n is t  would deny th e  r e a l i t y  o f  t h a t  e v i l .  I  
thought t h is  was an a b so lu te ly  wonderful id ea , and I 
was dying to  do som ething w ith  i t ,  but u nfortunately  
th e r e  was no s to r y  a tta c h e d  to  i t .  T h is  id e a  s a t  in  
my head fo r  tw o and a h a l f  or th r e e  y e a r s , and I 
cou ld  n ot fo r  th e  l i f e  o f  me th in k  o f  a s t o r y .  I  
c o u ld n 't  f ig u r e  out what th e  c h a r a c te r s  w ere l i k e ,  
what th e  s i t u a t io n  was l i k e ,  what th e  w orld  was 
l ik e —anything.
T h en , on t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  Sunday t h a t  I 
frequ en tly  re fe r  to ,  I  happened to  be in  a sm all town 
in  I l l i n o i s —C a r lin v il le ,  where Blackburn C ollege i s .  
My s i s t e r  B arb ie  was gra d u a tin g  from c o l l e g e .  My 
p a ren ts  w ere in  th e  U nited  S t a t e s  fo r  one o f  t h e ir  
in frequent v i s i t s .  My fa th er  was a m edical m issionary  
in  In d ia  and p e r io d ic a l ly  was in  th e  U nited  S t a t e s
fo r  a home a ss ig n m en t; so  he happened to  be a b le  t o  
a tte n d  B a r b ie 's  g ra d u a tio n  a ls o .  W ell, he was a 
Presbyterian m issionary, and th ere  was a t in y  l i t t l e  
Presbyterian church in C a r lin v il le ,  so  n a tu ra lly  they  
asked him to  come and speak about h is  work. On th a t  
p a r t ic u la r  Sunday, my Dad was in  th e  p u lp it  t a lk in g  
about h is  work in  In d ia . Now, he was n ot a p reach er;  
he was a d o c to r . When he sto o d  in  p u lp i t s ,  a l l  he 
did was ta lk  about th in g s th a t he did and th in g s th a t  
he cared  ab out. One o f  th e  s u b j e c t s  th a t  he cared  
about a l o t  was th e  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  and s o c ia l  burden  
o f  h a v in g  l e p r o s y .  As a d o c t o r  in  I n d ia ,  an 
o r th o p e d ic  su rgeon , he worked e x t e n s iv e ly  w ith  
le p e rs , and th e ir  dilemma moved him—deeply.
As i t  happened, I'd  heard a l l  t h i s  m a te r ia l  
b efore— I'd heard my fa th er  speak o fte n —and I knew 
a l l  o f  h i s  l i t t l e  pep t a lk s  about le p r o s y . But i t  
happened a s  I  was s i t t i n g  th e r e  in  t h i s  l i t t l e  
c o n g r e g a tio n  o f  about f i f t e e n  p e o p le — o f  whom h a l f  
w ere D onaldsons a tte n d in g  my s i s t e r 's  graduation— I  
began to  th ink  th a t i f  you considered a character who 
would r e j e c t  fa n ta sy  in  fa v o r  o f  r e a l i t y ,  i t  sh ou ld  
be a c h a r a c te r  w h ose f a n t a s i e s  a r e  i n f i n i t e l y  
p r e fe r a b le  t o  r e a l i t y .  I f  you ta k e  a man who has a 
t e r r i f i c  r e a l  l i f e  and lo u s y , m is e r a b le  f a n t a s i e s ,  
th en  fo r  him t o  r e j e c t  th e  f a n t a s i e s  i s  n ot a m oral 
statem ent— i t ' s  ju s t  s e l f - in t e r e s t ;  i t  doesn't prove 
anything about th e  nature o f  fantasy  or r e a l ity .  On 
th e  o th e r  hand, i f  you ta k e  som eone who has a 
m is e r a b le  r e a l  l i f e  and an a b s o lu t e ly  w on d erfu l 
fa n ta s y ,  and he s t i l l  sa y s  th a t  r e a l i t y  i s  m o ra lly  
predominant, th a t r e a l it y  can be d istin g u ish ed  from 
fa n ta s y ,  th a t  i t  m a tte r s  m ore, t h a t  you r e j e c t  
fantasy even when i t ' s  b e tte r  than r e a l i t y —th a t may 
seem s l i g h t l y  lo o n y , but i t ' s  a m oral s ta te m e n t  o f  
one k ind  or an o th er . I t  means som eth in g  about th e  
n a tu re  o f  r e a l i t y  and about th e  n a tu re  o f  human 
i n t e g r i t y .  And w hat p e r s o n 's  r e a l  l i f e  c o u ld  
p o s s i b l y  b e  m ore m is e r a b l e — s a y s  I  t o  m y s e l f  
l is te n in g  to  my fa th er speak— than a leper's?
Now, t h a t  was an e l e c t r i f y i n g  c o n ju n c tio n  o f  
id eas fo r  me; a t th a t moment th in g s began to  explode 
in  my head. I t  w asn 't a s  i f ,  s i t t i n g  th e r e  in  th e  
pew, I su d d en ly  knew a l l  th e  d e t a i l s  o f  a tw o -  
m illion-w ord  ep ic fan tasy , but th e  tr e e  was sprouting  
a t  an a s to n is h in g  r a te .  I  sp en t th e  n ex t th r e e  
m onths s i t t i n g  a t  home s im p ly  ta k in g  n o te s  on th e  
im p lica tio n s  o f  what was sprouting l ik e  crazy in  my 
head, and w ith in  th r e e  m onths I  was ready to  b eg in  
w r it in g  Lord F o u l's  Bane. I f  you lo o k  a t  th a t  se e d ,  
you can s e e  i t ’s  th e  g e n e s is  o f  ev e r y th in g :  th e
fa n ta sy  w orld  th a t  I 'v e  c r e a te d  i s  s im p ly  a r e v e r s e  
image o f  someone who has leprosy . I f  you are a lep er  
you t y p ic a l ly  l o s e  th e  n erv e s  o f  touch  so  th a t  your 
f in g e rs  become numb, and you can't f e e l  what's there. 
I w ro te  about a fa n ta sy  w orld  in  w hich you can n ot 
o n ly  f e e l  s e n s a t io n s  o f  to u ch , but you can f e e l  
s e n s a t io n s  o f  h e a lth  and h o n esty  and in t e g r i t y  and 
b eau ty . On every  l e v e l ,  a s  soon as I  knew th a t  my 
p r o t a g o n is t ,  my " u n b eliev e r ,"  was g o in g  t o  be a 
le p e r ,  then  I  knew what I was d e a lin g  w ith , and i t  
was j u s t  a q u e s t io n — from an im a g in a t iv e  p o in t  o f  
view —o f  f i l l i n g  in  th e  blanks b efore I  was ready to  
s ta r t  w ritin g .
B u r e lb a c h :  I 'v e  w on d ered  a b o u t t h a t  e p i t h e t
"unbeliever": what i s  he unbelieving i n?
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D onaldson: In a l i te r a l  sense, he is  unbelieving in  
th e  r e a l i ty  o f what happens to  him in  th i s  fa n ta sy  
w orld; he ta k e s , in  a g ran d io se  way, th e  p o s itio n  
th a t i t  is  a dream or a delusion—something fa ls e  o r 
le s s  im p o rtan t th an  r e a l i ty .  I  lik e d  th e  term , 
because i t  allow ed me to  su g g est v a rio u s o th e r 
p o s s i b i l i t i e s ;  fo r  in s ta n c e , an o th er word fo r 
u n b e liev e r i s  in f id e l , and th en  th a t  g e ts  in to  
re lig io u s  q u estio n s and o th e r th in g s  th a t  I  l ik e  to  
d ea l w ith  by su g g estio n , r a th e r  th an  by e x p lic it  
s ta tem en t. The term  "u n b e liev er"  ra is e s  B ib lic a l 
q u e s tio n s ; i t  t i e s  in to  th e  id ea  o f Thomas, th e  
doubter or unbeliever, and covenant—I  could get a l l  
tie d  up in  th e  various th ings I  was th inking about a t 
th e  tim e . You w ill  n o tic e  th a t  when I  g e t to  th e  
second C hronicles, I  drop th e  term , "the unbeliever," 
from th e  t i t l e .  T h a t's  because th e  q u estio n  o f 
unbelief, of denying th e  re a lity  or th e  im portance of 
the fantasy  experience, is  a vanishing theme in  these 
s to rie s . As Covenant fin d s an answer th a t s a tis f ie s  
h im , i t  c e a s e s  to  be a d r iv in g  fo rc e  in  h is  
m otivational s tru c tu re  and in  th e  them atic s tru c tu re  
o f the books. And so, th e  question o f u n b elief is  not 
one th a t  c o n tin u e s  to  be t e r r i b l y  im p o rta n t 
throughout the s e rie s , but i t  is  te r r ib ly  im portant 
in  th e  f i r s t  tr i lo g y : Covenant has to  re so lv e  th e  
question of what he does and does not believe in , and 
he is  o rig in a lly  in  the p o sitio n  where he believes in  
th e  c h a ir , and he does no t b e lie v e  in  th e  m onster 
lu rk in g  in  th e  co rn er behind i t .  That seems sim p le 
enough. E v en tu a lly  he beg in s to  re a liz e  th a t  th e  
p o ten tia l represented by th e  p o ss ib ility  th a t you can 
a t  le a s t  th in k  th e re 's  a m onster lu rk in g  in  th e  
co rn e r behind you is  a v i t a l  human c h a r a c te r is t ic , 
and one th a t must be d e a lt w ith.
B urelbach: Am I  h ea rin g  you su g g est a c o r re la tio n  
betw een b e lie v in g  in  th e  m onster lu rk in g  in  th e  
co rn er in  th a t  fa n ta sy  w orld and b e lie v in g  in  a 
deity?
Donaldson: I  w ouldn 't want to  go to o  f a r , o f f  th e  
c u ff  as i t  w ere, bu t i t  does seem to  me th a t one o f 
th e  v i t a l  p a r ts  o f being human i s  n o t only  our 
a b i l i ty  to  conceive o f l i f e  in  term s th a t we cannot 
p ro v e  b u t a ls o  a lm o s t a n e c e s s i ty  o f human 
perso n ality  th a t we th ink  of l i f e  and o f th e  meaning 
o f l i f e  in  term s which a re  no t s u s c e p tib le  to  
v e r if ic a tio n . From th e  beg inn ing  o f tim e , we have 
postu lated  gods o f various kinds to  account fo r th a t 
dimension o f our experience which seems to  transcend 
th e  tab le s  and ch a irs o f ordinary re a lity . There has 
to  be a reason  why we do th a t , and i t  i s  a very 
deeply  human kind o f th in g  th a t  we do i t .  T hat p a r t 
o f us i s , I  th in k , one p a r t o f th e  th in g s  th a t  good 
fa n ta sy  d e a ls  w ith  alm ost e x p lic i t ly  in  a th em atic  
way. On th e  o th e r hand, I  would h a te  to  come r ig h t 
ou t and a s s e r t  th a t  i t  means A, B, o r C; i t 's  th e re , 
and fa n ta sy  w re s tle s  w ith  th a t  a sp e c t o f human 
perception.
R ich : The c re a tio n  th a t  you hand le th e re  i s  one o f 
th e  m ost in te re s tin g  p a r ts  o f th e  book. You s t a r t  
out w ith myths and suggestions th a t may or may not be 
tru e : th e  re ad e r d o esn 't have to  accep t them , th e  
c h a ra c te rs  d o n 't have to  accep t them , b u t we keep 
g e ttin g  l i t t l e  in d icatio n s th a t p a rt o f th ese myths 
is  tru e . One o f my re a l problems is  th a t although we 
seemingly meet a C reator a t the end o f The Power th a t 
P reserves, when I  ran in to  th e  Worm a t W orld's End in 
The One T ree, I  was to ta l ly  confused . How does th e  
Worm f i t  in  w ith th is  C reator who cares so much?
D onaldson: What we a re  d e a lin g  w ith  h ere  a re  two
co m pletely  d if f e re n t co n cep tio n s o f how c re a tio n  
o ccu rs, b u t they  a re  no t m u tu ally  ex c lu siv e . Being 
the ch ild  o f m issionary paren ts, and th ere fo re  from a 
very re lig io u s background, one o f th e  th ings I  had to  
le a rn  e a rly  was a c e r ta in  k ind o f th e o lo g ic a l 
le g e rd e m a in . The f i r s t  a p p lic a tio n  o f  t h a t  
legerdem ain a ch ild  learn s is  th e  discovery th a t i t 's  
n o t im p o ssib le  to  b e lie v e  in  ev o lu tio n  and in  th e  
G enesis account o f C rea tio n  s im u ltan eo u sly . God 
c re a te d  th e  w orld in  seven days, bu t obv iously  a l l  
th e  s c ie n tif ic  evidence in d ica tes th a t th e  world was 
created  over m illio n s and m illio n s o f years, through 
evolution. With th e  proper s le ig h t o f hand, th e re  is  
nothing m utually con trad icto ry  about these kinds o f 
ideas. For one th ing  i t  says e x p lic itly  in  th e  B ible 
th a t one day i s  as a thousand y ea rs to  God, so 
quickly you re in te rp re t your sense o f tim e, and then 
you ju s t  have to  say th e re  i s  no p a r tic u la r  reason  
why God could  no t have used ev o lu tio n  to  c re a te  th e  
w orld . Now, th a t 's  ju s t  an exam ple o f th e  ty p e o f 
th in k in g  th a t  I'm p e rso n a lly  in d u lg in g  in  in  th is  
s itu a tio n .
There i s  no ex c lu siv e  reason  to  say th a t  th e  
C reator you were th inking o f could not have used th e  
Worm o f th e  World's End as a veh icle fo r creatin g  the 
w orld . Maybe th a t was th e  to o l o r th e  mechanism by 
w hich our w orld came to  be c re a te d . In  o th e r w ords, 
I'm  sim ply  say ing  one id ea  does no t exclude th e  
o th e r. Beyond th a t ,  I  don’t  w ant to  be in  a h u rry  to  
p in  th is  s o r t o f th in g  down; w hat I'm  a f te r  i s  th e  
suggestiveness o f both p o s s ib ilitie s , and i t  seems to  
me th a t i t 's  h i s t o r i c a l l y  and p s y c h o lo g ic a lly  
accurate th a t d iffe re n t peoples have d iffe re n t ways 
o f accounting fo r how they came in to  being. What I'm 
try in g  to  do in  w riting  th is  is  to  communicate to  you 
som ething about th o se  people who t e l l  th a t  s to ry . 
I t 's  more re v e a lin g  as a d e s c rip tio n  o f c h a ra c te r 
than  i t  i s  as a d e s c rip tio n  o f th e  s ta te  o f th e  
u n iv e rse . The Elohim t e l l  one k ind o f s to ry ; th e  
Lords o f th e  Land t e l l  an o th e r, and you le a rn  a lo t  
about who th ey  a re  by th e  kind o f s to ry  they  t e l l .  
And th en  th e re  i s  th i s  b u rie d , s e lf-c o n sc io u s , 
w orried  p a r t o f me th a t i s  a f ra id  th a t  I 'v e  g o tten  
m y se lf in to  t r o u b le  by c o n tr a d ic t in g  m y se lf. 
[L aughter] I  d o n 't want to  pursue th a t  to o  fa r  fo r  
fe a r  I ' l l  fin d  ou t i t 's  tru e .
Rich: What you bring up about using these th ings as 
p a rt o f th e  ch a rac te riza tio n —in many ways your book 
i s  f i l l e d  w ith  contem porary is s u e s —ca rin g  fo r th e  
environm ent, fo r  exam ple—bu t i t  does n o t became 
merely an issues book. Were you conscious o f having 
to  r e s tr a in  your in te r e s t  in  is su e s  so th a t  th ey  
w ouldn 't become more im p o rtan t than  th e  c h a ra c te rs  
and hence k i l l  th e  story?
D onaldson: I  d o n 't th in k  th a t  p a r tic u la r  b a lan cin g  
ac t was one th a t was d if f ic u lt  fo r me; th e  reason is  
th a t I  don’t  s t a r t  by th in k in g  about th e  is su e s  a t 
a l l .  I  s t a r t  from  th e  s to ry  and th e  c h a ra c te rs , and 
then I  try  to  discover, by th inking about them hard, 
what th e  c h a ra c te rs  m ight be in te re s te d  in  o r 
involved  in . E co lo g ica l issu es come very n a tu ra lly  
in  a w orld which i s  a re v e rse  im age o f lep ro sy , 
because i f  you are going to  s ta r t  being able to  fe e l 
when a tr e e  is  h ea lth y  and h ear when somebody is  
te llin g  the tru th  and know whether flow ers are in  the 
r ig h t  s o i l ,  i f  t h i s  i s  th e  n a tu r a l  s t u f f  o f  
p e rc e p tio n , then  you a re  n a tu ra lly  going to  be 
s e n s itiv e  to  th o se  k inds o f q u e s tio n s , and y o u 'll 
have a w orld in  which q u estio n s o f ecology become 
questions of re lig io n  or philosophy. That ju s t seemed 
to  me a sim p le  m a tte r o f n a r ra tiv e  lo g ic , not
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som eth in g  I  s e t  ou t to  p rea ch , b eca u se  I  p e r s o n a lly  
happen t o  have v ie w s  o f  th e  e c o lo g y . And, s in c e  I  
didn't w r ite  to  present my v iew s, but to  d iscover  th e  
v ie w s  in h e r e n t  in  th e  m a te r ia l ,  i t  w asn 't a b ig  
problem to  keep i t  in  p ersp ectiv e .
The p e r s p e c t iv e  p rob lem s I had had t o  do w ith  
Covenant's p erso n a lity  from th e  beginning, because I  
started  w ith  him as a lep er  and then evolved him as a 
p e r s o n .  I  g a v e  him  a com pendium  o f  a l l  t h e  
em otional and p sych o log ica l i l l s  from which a lep er  
might su ffe r , Tha t s t u f f  overwhelmed th e  ch aracter in  
th e  e a r ly  d r a f t s ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  o f  Lord F o u l's  Bane, 
in  a r e a l ly  d e s t r u c t iv e  way. I  had tr o u b le  w r it in g  
such  i s s u e s  in t o  p e r s p e c t iv e  so  t h a t  th e y  made a 
c h a r a c te r  in s te a d  o f  a l i s t  o f  h i s t r i o n i c s .  The 
other is s u e s  peop le fin d  in  th e  books such as ecology  
or fem inism  evolved n a tu ra lly  from th e  m ateria l and 
were, th e re fo r e , th in g s  I  d idn't have to  w r e s tle  w ith  
to  keep in  p ersp ectiv e .
Burelbach: G etting in to  th e  re la t io n sh ip  between you 
and th e  a u d ie n c e , one o f  th e  t h in g s  I  c a n 't  f a i l  t o  
n o t ic e  i s  an in c r e d ib le  v e r s a t i l i t y  o f  v o ca b u la ry ,  
words l ik e  condign and p erc ip ien ce  and excrudescence. 
What audience are you try in g  to  reach?
D onaldson: W ell, o f  cou rse, I'm try in g  to  w r ite  fo r  
m yself. What m otivates any w r ite r  i s  th e  d e s ir e  to  
t e l l  th e  s t o r i e s  t h a t  he w ish e s  o th e r  p e o p le  w ere  
w r i t i n g  b u t  t h e y ' r e  n o t .  T h a t ' s  an  
o v e r s im p l i f i c a t io n ,  b ut i t  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  you 're  
t r y i n g  t o  p l e a s e  y o u r s e l f  in  a c e r t a i n  w ay, 
e n v is io n in g  a rea d er  v ery  much l i k e  y o u r s e l f .  You 
g e t  in t o  t r o u b le  i f  you do i t  any o th e r  way; i f  you 
s t a r t  t o  th in k  o f  your rea d er  a s  an u n e n lig h te n e d  
ten th -grad er, i t ' s  going to  be very d i f f i c u l t  not to  
w r i t e  down and t o  b e  c o n d e s c e n d in g .  T h a t 's  
in e f f e c t iv e  communication. On th e  other hand, i f  you 
th ink  o f  your reader as V ladim ir Nabokov, or somebody 
who's a whole l o t  sm arter than you are , then you end 
up s t r a in in g  your b r a in  in  a r t i f i c i a l  ways t o  seem  
more i n t e l l i g e n t  than  you r e a l l y  a r e , and th a t  
d o e sn 't  work. O b v io u sly  you h ave t o  w r i t e  tow ard  a 
conception  o f  y o u r se lf  as th e  id e a l reader. I  don't 
t r o t  o u t fa n c y  v o ca b u la ry  in  an e f f o r t  t o  show o f f .  
I  do i t  fo r  a c o u p le  r e a so n s . One i s  t h a t  I  iu s t  
lo v e  w ord s, and som e o f  t h e s e  f i n e  o ld  words l i k e  
con d ign  seem  t o  have an aura o f  jo y  about them t h a t  
makes them hard fo r  me to  r e s i s t ;  but th e  other th in g  
i s  t h a t  th e y  a re  p r e c is e  f o r  th e  u se  I  p ut them t o .  
There are ce r ta in  th in g s  you can say w ith  a word l ik e  
su rq u ed ry th a t  you can n ot sa y  w ith  a word l i k e  
a rr o g a n c e , u n le s s  you add tw o or t h r e e  w ords on t o  
arrogance to  make i t  as p r e c ise  as surquedry . W ell, 
a l l  r ig h t , nobody knows what surquedry i s  but me and 
S ir  W alter  S c o t t .  [L au gh ter] Maybe I ' l l  g e t  lu ck y ;  
maybe somebody w i l l  learn  and maybe fin d  out th ere  
was a much more e f f i c i e n t  way t o  sa y  what I  m eant, 
than  t o  p i l e  fo u r  a d j e c t iv e s  on t o  a rr o g a n c e . From 
t h a t  p o in t  o f  v ie w , I  f e e l  a s  though I'm a v ir tu o u s  
cra ftsp erson , and people should g iv e  me c r e d it  fo r  my 
good in te n t io n .
R ich : I  th ou gh t i t  had so m eth in g  t o  do w ith  th e  
c r a f t ,  b eca u se  you 're  d e a lin g  w ith  e x tr a o r d in a r y  
t h in g s  w hich  grow more and more e x tr a o r d in a r y  and 
more and more in t e n s e ,  and i t  seem ed t o  me i f  you 
u sed  a trim m ed-dow n la n g u a g e  l i k e  Hem ingway's i t  
s im p ly  w ou ld n 't h a v e  f i t  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  o r  t h e  
ch aracters .
D o n a ld so n :  The way I  th in k  o f  i t  i s  t h a t  on a 
ce r ta in  le v e l  i t ' s  an op era tic  mode o f  s t o r y t e l l in g ,
and th e r e  i s  a c e r t a in  req u irem en t f o r  lu s h n e s s  and 
d ec la m a to ry  p r o se . I t  i s  a b a la n c in g  a c t ,  and I  
w on't f o r  a m in u te  c la im  t h a t  I  a lw a y s  s t r i k e  th e  
b a la n c e  p e r f e c t ly .  In  r e r e a d in g  my own s t u f f ,  i t  
seems th ere  are passages where I g o t a l i t t l e  carried  
away, and t h in g s  sh o u ld  have been  ton ed  down a b i t .  
N e v e r th e le s s ,  i t  i s  e m o t io n a l ly  a p p r o p r ia te  t o  th e  
kind o f  s to r y  t h a t  I'm tr y in g  t o  t e l l  t h a t  t h e r e  
sh ou ld  be an e le m e n t o f  p iqu ancy  or rom ance in  th e  
lan g u a g e  a s  w e l l  a s  in  w h at's  b e in g  d e s c r ib e d . I t  
g o e s  w ith  th e  t e r r i t o r y  t h a t  w e're  g o in g  t o  have  
from t im e  t o  t im e  a c e r t a in  e x p lo r a t io n  o f  th e  
E n g lish  lan g u a g e  a s  w e l l  a s  an e x p lo r a t io n  o f  what 
th e  language i s  ta lk in g  about.
B u relb ach : D esp ite  th e  increased  e f f ic ie n c y  o f  th ose  
words, though, th ere  are a l o t  o f  words in  th o se  s ix  
n o v e ls .  I  u n d erstan d  th e r e  a re  more w ords in  th e  
f i r s t  t r i l o g y  than  in  T o lk ie n 's  t r i l o g y  The Lord of
th e Rings, and th e re 's  a second tr i lo g y  b es id es  th a t. 
Do you s e e  y o u r s e l f  as somehow in  c o m p e t it io n  w ith  
Tolkien?
D onaldson: No, w r itin g  i s  not a com p etition , and no
c r e a t iv e  a c t iv i t y  i s  a fo o tra ce  in  which one guy w ins 
and e v e r y b o d y  e l s e  co m e s in  l a s t .  I  b ecom e  
uncom fortable when peop le ta lk  about com parisons to  
T o lk ie n , b eca u se  our s o c i e t y  seem s t o  p e r c e iv e  an 
a r e a  l i k e  f a n t a s y  a s  o n e  in  w h ic h  t h e r e  i s  a 
c o m p e t it io n , and o n ly  one guy g e t s  t o  be th e  good  
fa n ta s y  w r i t e r .  T h ere's T o lk ie n , and th en  t h e r e 's  
a l l  th e  r e s t  o f  u s cheap im i t a t o r s .  Or, i f  I  g e t  
lu c k y , th en  I  becom e th e  b ig  fa n t a s y  w r it e r  and 
T o lk ie n  becom es th e  cheap im ita to r *  T h a t's  j u s t  
s i l l y .  T h ere's  room fo r  e v e r y th in g  in  l i t e r a t u r e .  
There i s  no s e n se  in  w hich  I  am damaged by th e  
e x c e l le n c e  o f  T o lk ie n 's  w ork, or c o n v e r s e ly  t h a t  
T o lk ie n  i s  reduced  by any p a r t ic u la r  v ir t u e s  t h e r e  
may be in  my work.
C o m p etitio n  becom es a problem  f o r  me in  th e  
sen se  th a t I  o fte n  f e e l  in  com p etition  w ith  m yself, 
p a r tic u la r ly  in  w r it in g  a seq u el, a second t r i lo g y  o f  
Thomas Covenant. I t  was d esp era te ly  im portant to  me 
n ot t o  l e t  anybody down: I  d id n 't  want anybody t o
come o u t o f  W hite G old  W ie ld er  and sa y , " W e ll, 
t h a t ' s  n ic e  b ut i t ' s  b o r in g  com pared t o  th e  f i r s t  
t r i lo g y ."  [L au gh ter] That would break  my h e a r t .  
From th e  f i r s t  g e s t a t io n  s t a g e s  o f  th e  secon d  
t r i l o g y ,  I  was c o n s c io u s  o f  a c o m p e t it io n  w ith  my 
f i r s t  t r i lo g y .  I f  I  did a good job w ith  th e  f i r s t ,  I  
wanted to  do a grea t one w ith  th e  second. That's not 
a bad th in g ;  p e o p le  need t o  s t r i v e  in  th e  ways t h a t  
they can fo r  whatever ‘e x c e lle n c e s  they can im agine, 
and I d on 't th in k  i t ' s  been bad f o r  me t o  com p ete  
w ith  m y s e lf .  I  do a u to m a t ic a l ly  p r o t e s t  th a t  
l i t e r a t u r e  i s  a com p etition , however.
B u relb ach : W ell, t h e  f i r s t  t r i l o g y  was a tou gh  a c t
to  f o l lo w ,  and I  th in k  you d id  b e a u t i f u l l y ,  but 
doesn't th a t make th e  second a s t i l l  tougher act?
D onaldson: Yes, th a t 's  one reason why I  am not going
t o  c o n t in u e  in  t h i s  v e in  f o r  som e t im e . I  d on 't  
th in k  a t  p r e s e n t  I  know enough about m y s e lf  or l i f e  
or Thomas Covenant t o  com p ete w ith  th e  second- 
C h r o n ic le s , so  I'm n o t g o in g  t o .  But I d o  know where 
th e  sto ry  i s  going.
R ich: In an sw er in g  t h a t  q u e s t io n , you ta lk e d  about 
l i t e r a t u r e  as a co n tin u ity — th in g s  b u ild in g  togeth er  
and n o t b e in g  in  c o m p e t it io n . Once I  w ro te  you t o  
ask  what book would b e th e  b e s t  a n te c e d e n t  f o r  my 
co u r se  in  fa n ta s y  and rom ance w hich  in c lu d e d  your
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f i r s t  t r i lo g y . You wrote back, Idyl l s  o f  th e  King, 
and I d idn't q u ite  understand why. When I  asked you 
why th e  o th e r  n ig h t ,  you had j u s t  s t a r t e d  on a good 
an sw er, and we had t o  s to p . Could you t a lk  a l i t t l e  
about that?
D onaldson: I t ' s  a shame th a t "good answer" was lo s t ;  
i t  w i l l  probably never be repeated again. I'm a b ig  
fan  o f  A lfr e d , Lord T ennyson's Id y lls of the King; I  
f in d  i t  an im m ensely  p o w e rfu l r e t e l l i n g  o f  th e  
A rthu rian  s t o r y .  When I was in  gra d u a te  s c h o o l ,  i t  
was a c l i c h e  t h a t  Id y l l s  o f  th e  King i s  an e p ic  on 
th e  su b ject o f  why i t  i s  no lon ger p o ss ib le  to  w r ite  
e p ic s .  In a s e n s e ,  from a l i t e r a r y  p o in t  o f  v ie w ,  
th e ep ic in  our h is to r y  has been a d ec lin in g  a rt form 
w hich  s u f fe r e d  n e a r - t o t a l  e c l i p s e  fo r  100 or 200 
years.
I t  used to  be th a t ep ic fantasy  was what we had 
in  l it e r a tu r e :  Beowulf i s  an ep ic  fan tasy , as i s  th e  
Mahabharata, ea r ly  Japanese l i t e r a tu r e ,  or Gilgamesh. 
They are ep ic s  in  th e  sen se th a t they are la r g e , th a t  
t h e y  d e a l  w it h  d r a m a t ic  and l a r g e r - t h a n - l i f e  
s i t u a t i o n s — h e r o e s , d ilem m as, n eed s , p a s s io n s ,  and 
i d e a l s — and m ost o f  them a re  fa n ta s y  in  th a t  th e  
even ts are u n r e a lis t ic  or unreal or m agical in  some 
way. You cannot persuade me th a t th e  contem poraries 
o f  th e  Beowulf ep ic  b e liev ed  th a t th e ir  heroes could  
swim down to  th e  bottom o f  la k es  and sta y  th ere  fo r  a 
day or tw o w ith o u t  drow ning and th en  come back up. 
People knew about drowning. N everth eless, when they  
t o ld  th e  s t o r y ,  th e y  had t o  g iv e  i t  th a t  k ind  o f  
wondrous or m a g ica l d e t a i l  in  o rd er  t o  say  why th e  
e v e n t  had b een  s o  im p o r ta n t  o r  t o  c o n v e y  t h e  
em otional im portance o f  th e  o r ig in a l s to ry . Then i t  
grows u n t i l  i t  becomes t h i s  immensely ep ic  adventure. 
The same i s  tru e  o f  Ih e  I lia d  and The Odvssev and The 
A en eid . Much o f  th e  m a te r ia l  i s  what you would  
a u to m a t ic a l ly ,  r a t io n a l ly ,  assum e i s  n ot r e a l ,  n ot  
r e a l i s t i c .  W ell, i t  w asn 't in v en te d  by th e  p o et  
b eca u se  th e  p o e t was a s tu p id  man and h e th ou gh t  
th o s e  t h in g s  w ere t r u e .  You have t o  p ro v id e  t h a t  
d im en sio n  o f  m agic or wonder or s i z e  in  o rd er  to  
convey th e  im portance o f  what you're r e a lly  ta lk in g  
about.
That s p i r i t  has su s ta in e d  e p ic s  th rou gh ou t  
l i t e r a t u r e  fo r  q u it e  a w h i le ,  b u t one th in g  th a t  
happened in  W estern c i v i l i z a t i o n  was our grow in g  
d is c o v e r y  o f  our l i m i t a t i o n s  a s  humans. We becam e 
more and more s u s p ic io u s  o f  h ero ism  and m agic and 
t h in g s  o f  a la r g e  s c a le  and la r g e  s i z e .  We hung on 
to  ep ic s  through people l ik e  M ilton, but M ilton was 
w ritin g  h is  ep ic  to  e x p lic a te  a r e lig io u s  perception  
t h a t  had a lr e a d y  s te p p e d  b ack  from  b e in g  an 
e x p l i c a t i o n  o f  p h y s i c a l  r e a l i t y ;  h e w as now 
e x p la in in g  t h e o lo g ic a l  r e a l i t y .  A s im ila r  statem ent 
could be made about Spenser. A fter th a t we fin d  th a t  
p eo p le  d id n 't  w r i t e  e p ic s  a t  a l l .  More and more we 
knew t h a t  th e r e  was no m agic in  th e  w o r ld , th a t  
th in gs were not a l l  th a t wonderful, th a t th e se  la r g e -  
s c a le  heroes always had some tr a g ic  flaw  and turned  
out to  be corrupt.
By th e  t im e  we g e t  t o  Tennyson, th e  o n ly  th in g  
we had was g r i e f  when p e o p le  th o u g h t about th e  
p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  ep ic s . Tennyson's s to ry  i s  one o f  th e  
sa d d e s t  th in g s  in  th e  w o r ld , b eca u se  h e 's  sa y in g ,  
"Here i s  King Arthur, my ep ic  figu re,"  and then id y l l  
by i d y l l  he b r in g s  in  l i t t l e  d o se s  o f  V ic to r ia n  
r e a l i t y — d o se s  o f  d u p l i c i t y ,  p r a c t ic a l r e a l i t y ,  th e  
way human b e in g s  r e a l l y  b eh ave. And th e  e n t ir e  
s t r u c t u r e  j u s t  cru m b les in t o  r u in s .  A rthu rian  
passion  and id ea lism — ep ic  id eas and ep ic  b e l ie f s —  
can n ot endure in  th e  f a c e  o f  r e a l i t y ,  and Tennyson  
knows t h a t ,  and he w r i t e s  very  m ovin g ly  about i t .
Readers l ik e  m yself are reduced to  aston ish in g  g r ie f .  
A fter Tennyson we have nothing in  ep ic  fantasy  u n t i l  
T olkien.
T o lk ie n  d id  a w o n d e r fu l t h in g  f o r  ou r  
l i t e r a tu r e ;  he made e p ic s  p o ss ib le  again , and th e  way 
he did i t  was by com pletely  d ivorcing  them from th e  
re a l world. There was no longer any use o f  th e  magic 
and th e  wonder and t h e  power t o  e x p la in  a s p e c t s  o f  
r e a l i t y ,  or even theology , th a t were im portant in  th e  
d a i ly  l i v e s  o f  h i s  a u d ie n c e . By making th o s e  t h in g s  
s e p a r a te , i t ' s  p o s s ib le  t o  t a lk  about them a g a in . 
You can ta lk  about magic and heroism  and passion  and 
th e  lo v e  you f e e l  fo r  a b e a u tifu l world th a t's  being  
th r e a te n e d . That brought th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  e p ic  
fantasy  back in to  our l i t e r a tu r e  and opened th e  door 
fo r  p eo p le  l i k e  me t o  ta k e  som eone l i k e  Thomas 
Covenant who e x i s t s  in  th e  r e a l  w orld  and s t a r t  
in je c t in g  him in to  a fantasy  experience, which then  
a llo w s me to  p u ll th e  themes and q u estion s o f  fantasy  
back in t o  th e  r e a l  w orld . What I'm h opin g  i s  g o in g  
on in  our l i t e r a t u r e  i s  a r e c la im in g  o f  a l o s t  and 
r e a lly  wonderful l i t e r a r y  te r r ito r y  so  th a t we w i l l  
becom e a g a in  a p eo p le  w ith  a s e n se  o f  wonder and 
resp ect, not in  a c h ild is h  way, fo r  th e  p o s s ib i l i t i e s  
o f  courage and heroism  and largen ess in  our l iv e s .
B u relb ach : We lo o k  forw ard  t o  th e  c o n t in u a t io n  o f  
vour e p ic  fa n ta s y ,  how ever lo n g  i t  ta k e s  you t o  do 
i t .
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